Public extension systems worldwide have been accused of being deficient in management and inefficient in technical advisory service delivery. This is even more in developing countries where fiscal budgetary and human resource allocations are low. This study assessed the current status of technical advisory services delivered to farmers by public sector agricultural extension agents. Survey data revealed that 95% of those with contacts with extension agents rated public extension as the most important source of information. Results revealed that farmers are mostly dissatisfied with some technical advisory packages which points to the need for improvement in these services by the Agricultural Ministry.
INTRODUCTION
Agricultural information about new technologies and production methods in Ghana is disseminated to farmers and their families mainly through the public sector Agricultural Extension Agents (AEAs). The provision of technical assistance or advice to farmers on the operation of their farms or business related to agriculture, such as information on improved technologies, and creation of database on farm business is referred to as technical advisory service. The technical advisory services provided by the Ghana's Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MoFA) can be classified into five categories, as follows: Agronomic practices (i.e. advice to solve specific problems in the field), Post-harvest handling, Credit acquisition, Marketing of produce (market prospects, prices etc.), and Information on the availability of new inputs (totally new information/technologies, their characteristics and availability eg. fertilizers, equipments, improved seeds, etc.) and their usage.
All the above categories of service are essential to farmers at various stages of crop production and marketing and hence they need to be timely and adequately delivered. However, extension service delivery currently faces a number of challenges including a low AEA to farmer ratio and dwindling government and donor funding, making the service delivery inadequate and leaving some farmers uncovered (MoFA, 2002) . The AEA to farmer ratio in the Dangme West district is about 1:3,233, with only 18 AEAs at post instead of the expected 32. The ratio for the South Tongu district is about 1:6,504 and there are only 10 extension staff instead of the expected 32 (MoFA, 2002) .
Very little work has been done in Ghana on this aspect of agricultural extension service provision. Previous studies looked at the approaches to service delivery and the effectiveness of services delivered to farmers. For example in Asuming-Brempong et al. (2006) they looked at the approaches to extension service delivery. Anaglo et al. (2005) examined the effectiveness of extension service delivery based on group attributes; their study focused on finding out factors associated with the functioning of contact groups and the effectiveness of extension delivery. Okorley et al. (2005) assessed the training needs in pesticide use by vegetable farmers, agrochemical sellers and extension agents. Their study concluded that the farmers need adequate training about Integrated Pest Management (IPM).
No study has recently looked at the scope, content, and timeliness of information delivered to farmers by AEAs in Ghana. The challenge of a low AEA to farmer ratio being faced by extension delivery in Ghana has necessitated this study which aims at assessing the current status of service delivery amongst small and medium-scale crop farmers who are dominant in Ghanaian agricultural production.
METHODOLOGY
The study employed primary data collected in a face-to-face interview from the two districts. The Dangme West district in the Greater Accra Region is located in the southern part of Ghana and is characterized by four different types of vegetations: South Eastern coastal plains, Sub-sahelian (short grass savannah interspersed with shrubs and short trees), light forest with tall trees as well as tall swampy grass, and tall grass savannah in Volta flood plain. Sixtyfive percent of the labor force is engaged in agriculture, including crop farming, fishing, livestock and forestry. The major crops grown are cassava, maize, rice, pepper, legumes, mangoes, and exotic vegetables (cabbages, lettuce, pepper, cucumber). The district also has a very weak revenue base and lacks employment opportunities outside of agriculture. A great proportion of the harvested products are transported to major marketing centers in Accra.
The South Tongu district is located in the southern part of the Volta Region and is characterized by the coastal savannah vegetation. The vegetation is mostly comprised of tall and short grass, interspersed with fire-tolerant trees and shrubs, while the north is predominantly savannah woodland. The major crops grown in this district are cassava, maize, okra, pepper and sugarcane for industrial use, with pepper and okra being the major cash crops grown.
Small and medium-scale crop farmers were purposively and randomly selected from ten farming communities. The communities included Dodowa, Adumanya, Asutuare, Atrobinya and Osuwem, for Dangme West district and Awuyakope, FievieKpodzi, Hlenvi, Tsiveto and Lakpozome for the South Tongu district. 150 famers were selected for this study mainly for convenience due to financial restrictions.
A needs assessment developed by Reviere et al. (1996) and a service satisfaction survey were used in assessing the current status of technical advisory services provided by AEAs. In assessing the needs of farmers, they were first asked whether they receive advice on all the categories of technical advisory services as described in the previous section. They were further asked to rate the categories of services they receive on a Likert scale: "very important" "important", "fairly (moderately) important", "of little importance" and "unimportant". A five point closed ended Likert scale, which according to Babbie (2005) is more efficient than the other numeric scales, has been used. This scale was also used to assess the level of satisfaction of farmers with the services provided, mode of delivery and the frequency of contact (number of visits per month) by the AEAs, ranging from "very satisfied", "satisfied", "fairly satisfied, "dissatisfied" to "very dissatisfied". Some of the items on the Likert scale were merged to have just three items. "Very important" and "important" were put together as "important". "Not so important" and "unimportant" together became "unimportant". This is because the difference between these rating is considered as marginal. Identification and ranking of sources of technical advisory information in order of importance was also used in assessing the status of services provided. The scope, content, reliability of information and the level of usefulness of services provided were used to define the importance level of the sources of information in this study.
The survey data was collected by the researchers in December, 2008. Most farmers were interviewed in their homes, while a few were gathered in focus group discussions at the time of data collection. The response rate was 100% as only farmers who were available at the time of visit and willing to participate in the study were interviewed.
The sources of information were provided and the farmers ranked the sources in order of importance to them. The sources listed included: public extension, radio, television, other farmers, friends, relatives, newspapers and leaflets.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Almost all farmers from the South Tongu district (99%) have access to extension information, compared to farmers from the Dangme West district (77%) (Figure 1 ). Table 1 gives a break up of the technical advisory services farmers receive. All the farmers with access to extension in both districts receive information on farm management practices, specific for their crops. A smaller number of farmers in the Dangme West district receives information on the other technical advisory contents (post-harvest handling, credit acquisition, marketing of produce and information on availability and usage of new inputs) as compared to their counterparts in the South Tongu district, where almost all the respondents receive information on all the subjects. This can be due to poor monitoring of AEAs by the Supervisors in the Dangme West district on the content of information being delivered to the farmers.
The information on farm management practices, post-harvest handling and on the availability and usage of new inputs were rated as important by all the farmers ( Table 2 ). The marketing of produce was the least rated, since many of the farmers, particularly the rice growers in Dangme West have secured buyers for their produce. The farmers with access to extension information further rated the various categories of services they were receiving based on their level of satisfaction with the content of information being received. Some of the items on the Likert scale for this rating were also merged due to the marginal difference as follows -"very satisfied" and "satisfied" merged as "satisfied" while "dissatisfied" and "very dissatisfied" put together as "dissatisfied" (Table 3 ). Even though technical advisory services are very important to farmers, quite a number of the respondents who receive these services are dissatisfied with the scope and content of information being received. More farmers (23) in the Dangme West district were dissatisfied with information they receive on post-harvest handling than the farmers in the South Tongu district (12). Higher percentage of farmers (figure) in the South Tongu district were dissatisfied with the information they receive on credit acquisition and marketing of produce (35.45) as compared to those in the Dangme West district (12.9). This may be due to the presence of active financial and credit institutions such as the Dangme Rural Bank and the Agricultural Development Bank which finance rice farmers and educate them on credit accessibility with the help of AEAs. Table 4 shows that most farmers (60) receive the visits from AEAs fortnightly (twice per month) and are fairly satisfied with the advisory services received. According to farmers who receive such visits, even though they would have preferred weekly visits, they are fairly satisfied with such periodicity because of their awareness of current AEA to farmer ratio. The respondents therefore appreciate the effort of the AEAs to visit them once every two weeks. Only 28% of farmers who have access to extension information receive visits once per week with only one farmer being dissatisfied with this visit. Three respondents receive the extension agents with different frequency (once in 3 months, six times per month, twice in 4 months). Public extension has been ranked as the most important source of information (52 and 73 farmers from Dangme West and South Tongu) districts (Figure 2 ). The next source in importance is represented by other farmers (mentioned by 31 respondents in Dangme West and by 52 in South Tongu). Only two farmers obtain information from newspapers, rated as third in importance by one farmer and the last in importance by the other. Figure 2 (a) -Ranking of sources of information Cumulatively, it is evident that the public extension agency remains the most important source of information for our respondents. 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The technical advisory services provided by the MoFA's Agricultural Extension Agents are presently not very demand driven and not very effective, because some farmers are still marginalized in terms of access.
Furthermore, most of the farmers from both districts who receive technical information are unsatisfied with the information they receive. However, due to absence of other sources of information and training, the very understaffed public extension service has been ranked as the most important source of information by the farmers in both districts, with the next source in importance being the other farmers.
The study also reveals that the presence of farmers' organizations and farmers' groups is essential for compensating the low number of extension agents. Also the presence of other Agencies, like a Bank, could to some extent compensate / support the public extension service.
The rating of the various categories of contents shows that all the categories of advisory services are very essential to farmers. With public extension remaining the most important source of information to farmers, the Government should address the problem of its funding and staffing.
Without an adequate annual budget and without a proper number of extension agents on the field, even the best technical advisory packages cannot be delivered to all the farmers who need them.
The lack of advisors in the field could be counterbalanced by an higher use of mass media (printed matter, radio, TV, internet, mobile phones), but this option too requires investments by the MoFA and is feasible if the farmers are literate and have access to such technologies. More cooperation with other agencies (Banks, private firms, traders, farmers' organizations) should also be explored, to fill the gaps left by the decreasing presence of public extension, but also this alternative is feasible only where such other agencies are present and efficient. Further research on all these aspects is consequently needed to support the development of rural areas in Ghana.
